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Inmate Calling Service (ICS) Market Distinctions 

Prisons vs. Jails 

 

From a high level viewpoint, it may seem that inmate telephone service is all the same regardless of the 

type of detention facility.  However, this could not be further from the truth.  While all inmates have a 

need to contact loved ones, legal counsel and others; there is a significant distinction between Prison 

inmates and those housed in County and  Local Jails (“Jails”)—the main driver of which is the length of 

time the inmate is housed in the facility.   

 

Inmate Turnover 

Each Jail and Prison facility has a fixed capacity or number of beds.  The rate at which the inmate 

population changes is the Inmate turnover.  Prisons generally house only inmates that have been tried, 

convicted and sentenced.  Inmates in Prisons are there for a matter of many months or years.  In 

contrast, the majority of inmates in a Jail have been arrested, but not yet tried or convicted.  The typical 

inmate stay in a Jail may be just a matter of hours or days.   Historically 66% of all inmates booked are 

released in 72 hours. 

 

According to Bureau of Justice statistics,1  the national turnover average for Jails is 62.2% per week, 

which equates to 267.5% over the course of a single month.   See Figure 1. 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Source:  U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics - Jail Inmates at Midyear 2011 Statistical Tables, 

Table 4, “Average daily jail population, admissions and turnover rate, by size of jurisdiction, week ending June 30, 

2010 and 2011.” 

Figure 1 
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Pay Tel verified this information by analyzing a cross section of its own client facilities using the data for 

new inmates booked during the month of April 2013, and found that the Jails served by Pay Tel today 

are experiencing the same level of turn-over. 2  In stark contrast to the “revolving door” population in 

Jails, according to American Correctional Association data, the Prison population has a weekly turnover 

rate of just 1.01%3.   

 

How Turnover Impacts Costs 

As with any other business, the cost of establishing service or “selling” to a new customer is greater than 

the cost of continuing to serve or maintain an existing customer.  An analysis of Pay Tel’s Jail traffic 

shows that 33% of inmates are booked, place only free calls from the intake area, and are released 

before they make a single revenue-producing phone call.  Not only are the instances of non-revenue 

calls increased as the population churns, but the costs associated with opening new calling accounts 

increase as well.   The constant churn of inmates arriving and departing at a Jail means that the ICS 

provider is perpetually faced with presenting and explaining its calling program options to new inmates 

and new called parties that are unfamiliar with it.  

  

Increased Cost for New Account Setup  

The remaining 67% of inmates who are booked and place revenue-generating calls are calling on 

average 5 unique numbers.  Pay Tel’s research shows that a small 212-bed jail can result in as 

many as 23,170 new customer telephone numbers dialed per year.  See Exhibit A attached 

hereto.    Over 93% of these numbers, 21,548 (wireless, VoIP or CLEC) require the called party to 

set up an account to receive phone calls.  That is over 8X the number of accounts that must be 

set up compared to a similar-size Prison facility.   Each new account requires the initial 

validation, First Call Free expense, live customer service for account setup, and the live customer 

service for account inquiries.    All of these labor-intensive processes add to the cost of serving 

each of these customers even though the majority of the accounts will only receive a few phone 

calls and will go inactive in less than 72 hours when the inmate is released. 

 

Increased Cost for On-Going Customer Service 

Turnover also impacts the demand for customer service.  Newly-booked inmates are 

encouraged to contact family to bond-out of the facility.  Arrests happen at all hours, making 24 

hour customer service an absolute necessity; and an added cost to the Jail ICS vendor.  In 

contrast, prisoners have arrived at a facility after a trial, conviction and sentencing.  There is no 

immediate urgency and often they are not permitted to make calls immediately upon arriving at 

a new facility.  While customer service is important and must be made available, the demand for 

rapid answers 24 hours a day is not there.  In addition, families receiving calls from Prisons do so 

for months or years.  They become familiar with the service and require less personal assistance 

over time, further reducing the cost to support calling from a Prison. 

                                                           
2
 For example, Pay Tel client Randolph County has an Average Daily Population (ADP) of 212 and confirmed a 

weekly turnover rate of 63% with 575 new inmates booked in the study month of April 2013. 
3
 Source:  American Correctional Association 2010 Directory of Adult and Juvenile Correctional Departments, Page 

34-35 - Adult Inmate Population & Pages 38-41 Movement of Adult Inmate Population - Admissions and Releases 
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Increased Cost for Refund Processing and Inactive Account Management 

When the majority of new accounts go inactive in less than 72 hours a number of these 

customers contact the ICS vendor for a refund of their unused account balance which creates 

another labor-intensive process to properly refund these funds in a timely manner.   After six 

months of no activity Pay Tel classifies accounts as inactive and refunds the customer’s money 

through a prepaid phone card that can be used by the customer to place long distance calls, 

apply the balance to another account or returned the card to Pay Tel for a full refund for no 

charge.   All remaining account balances must be maintained by Pay Tel in conformance with 

individual state unclaimed property laws and turned over to the state revenue departments at 

the appropriate time.   All of these procedures require significant IT development, are also very 

labor -intensive and increase dramatically the cost of providing ICS to Jails. 

 

Increased Cost for Phone Investment & Maintenance - Phone Ratio   

As a result of the dynamics described above, Jails require nearly twice as many inmate telephones as 

similar sized prisons for the same number of inmates:  Prisons:  1 phone for every 16 inmates; and Jails  

1 phones for every 8 inmates.  More phones equates to higher capital investment, higher repair cost and 

higher demand for bandwidth, resulting in higher telecom cost.   

 

System Integrations 

The transitional nature of the Jail inmate population lends itself to require numerous system 

integrations to better serve the needs of inmates.  These include Jail Management System integration, 

Commissary system integration, inmate banking integration, recording of visitation phones and more.  

The result is greater use of the inmate phone for other activities besides phone calls, which results in 

greater demand for bandwidth, and often more than half of the calls placed from an inmate phone are 

non-revenue producing.4  Due to the somewhat fixed population in prisons, these services are handled 

differently with established walk-up commissary windows, in-pod kiosks and other methods which 

dramatically lessen the demand for the phone to be used to provide free services. 

________________ 

A summary of the distinctions discussed above is attached as Exhibit B. 

 

One of the industry’s largest vendors, Securus, comments in this docket included distinct cost 

differences based on Jail size.  See Expert Report of Stephen E. Siwek, Comments of Securus Technolgies, 

Inc., at 3 (March 25, 2013) (showing a $1.7106 cost per minute for the lowest volume facilities analyzed 

and a $0.1748 per minute for the highest 10 volume facilities).  Pay Tel agrees that a large Jail may be 

more efficient to serve than a smaller jail. however, the greater economic impact is seen when 

comparing the type of facility (Jail or Prison) and the associated turnover of inmates.  The distinction is 

significant enough to warrant a separate review of costs for the ICS Jail market and, if a rate cap is to be 

imposed, it must be calculated at a higher rate to address the true costs of serving the jail market. 

*  *  * 

                                                           
4
 Pay Tel Jail clients using inmate banking integration, commissary ordering by phone, free calls and visitation 

recording average 53.9% non-revenue/free calls.  In particular, Holmes County Jail call volume for the month of 

April, 2013 included 78.3% “free calls” including Commissary, debit inquiries, free calls, and visitation calls. 
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EXHIBIT A 

 

Inmate Turnover & Calls Placed 

Prisons VS Jails 
212-Bed Facilities 

 

 Prison Jail 

Weekly Turnover 1.01%5 63%6 

New Inmates Booked in a Year 111 6,916 

Inmates at Start of Year 212 212 

Total Unique Inmates Housed 

Over Course of a Year 

313 7,128 

New Inmates Booked and 

Released with Free Calls Only 

0 2,282 

(33%) 

New Inmates Booked and 

Placing Revenue Phone Calls 

111 4,634 

(67%) 

Quantity of  

Unique Numbers Called 

Up to 24 per New Inmate; 

Potential of 2,664 

Average of 5 per New Inmate; 

23,170 

Accounts Set Up Potential of 2,4787 21,5483 

Average Number of Calls per 

Account 

Numerous Calls  

over time 

Average 5 Calls  

per New Account 

 

                                                           
5
 Source:  American Correctional Association 2010 Directory of Adult and Juvenile Correctional Departments, Page 

34-35 - Adult Inmate Population & Pages 38-41 Movement of Adult Inmate Population - Admissions and Releases 
6
 Pay Tel client Randolph County, has an ADP of 212 and confirmed a weekly turnover rate of 63% with 575 new 

inmates booked in the study month of April, 2013 
7
  Pay Tel historical data shows an average of 93% called numbers are placed to cellular phones, CLEC or VoIP 

provided phones, and require an in-house direct billed or prepaid account to be set up.  The other 7% are LEC-

billed traditional collect calls.  The quantity of unique numbers called was multiplied by 93% to obtain the 

estimated maximum number of potential new accounts. 

The Jail requires 8x as 

many accounts to be set 

up as a same-size prison 
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EXHIBIT B 
 

Inmate Calling Service Market Distinctions 
Prisons vs. Jails 

 

The following table identifies the major distinctions that drive the cost model difference between Prisons and jails: 

Description Prison Environment Jail Environment What does this mean? 

Inmate 

Status 

Most inmates housed in 

State and Federal Prisons 

have been through the 

judicial system and have 

been convicted and 

sentenced. 

In 2011, 60.6%8 of inmates 

in jail were “unconvicted,” 

having just been arrested 

and/or awaiting trial. 

Most inmates in State & Federal prisons are serving a sentence; communications are with family 

members and loved ones until their time is served.   

In contrast, the majority of inmates in jails have been arrested and/or charged and are 

attempting to bond out or make bail.  They are initiating calls to those they know that may 

be able to help:  friends, family, bondsmen, legal counsel or public defenders, etc.  The 

majority of these inmates will be released in 72 hours or less. 

Inmate 

Turnover 

Rate 

Nationwide Weekly 

Average Inmate Turnover  

State Prisons: 1.01%
9  

Federal Prisons: 0.47%
2  

Nationwide Weekly 

Average Inmate Turnover 

Local/County Jails:   

62.2%
10

  

 

For example, a 212-bed Prison would receive on average 2.1 (1.01% x 212) new inmates 

per week, for an additional 111 inmates per year.  These new prison inmates serve longer 

sentences, meaning that each inmate will yield multiple months of calling activity and 

overall greater call volume per number dialed, reducing the number of accounts needed 

and the overall customer service cost. 

 

A 212-bed Jail served by Pay Tel today
11

 has a weekly turnover rate of 63% (which is 

comparable to the national average).  This means the facility booked on average 133 

inmates each week for a total of 6,916 new inmates over the course of the year.  On 

average 33%, or 2,282 inmates per year place only free calls and are released before 

making a revenue-producing phone call.  Despite the fact that none of these inmates made 

a billable call, all of them were entered into the JMS and included in the interface with the 

inmate phone system so they would have the ability to place calls.  The remaining 67%, or 

4,633 inmates per year, place calls to multiple phone numbers requiring costly initial 

account setup, customer service, etc. for a stay that is less than 72 hours for the majority of 

inmates, and only yield a few phone calls per number. 

                                                           
8
 Source:  U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics - Jail Inmates at Midyear 2011 Statistical Tables, Table 7 Percent of inmates in local jails, by 

characteristic - Conviction status 
9
 Source:  American Correctional Association 2010 Directory of Adult and Juvenile Correctional Departments, Page 34-35 - Adult Inmate Population & Pages 38-41 

Movement of Adult Inmate Population - Admissions and Releases 
10

 Source:  U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics - Jail Inmates at Midyear 2011 Statistical Tables, Table 4 Average daily jail population, 

admissions and turnover rate, by size of jurisdiction, week ending June 30, 2010 and 2011 
11

 Pay Tel client Randolph County, has an ADP of 212 and confirmed 575 new booked inmates in the study month of April, 2013 
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Description Prison Environment Jail Environment What does this mean? 

Inmate 

Calling 

Restrictions 

• Pre-approved calling 

list (List sizes range 

from 10 numbers to 

20 numbers per 

inmate, avg. is 12) 

• Limitation to how 

often the list may be 

changed (limits vary 

from every six 

months to every 

month, average is 

every three months) 

• Restricted frequency 

of calling (limited 

number of calls 

and/or minutes per 

month - varies by 

DOC) 

Calling to any number that 

is not otherwise blocked 

On top of the higher turnover, the minimal restrictions placed on inmate calling in a jail 

setting, further accelerates the quantity of unique phone numbers called by inmates. 

 

Using the example of the 212-bed facilities above: 

In a Prison over the course of a year, the 111 new inmates would each have an 

approved call list of 12 numbers (average based on published DOC call list policies).  

Assuming that the inmate changes 25% of the numbers on his/her list once per quarter, 

this calculates out to be 24 potential telephone accounts set up to serve each inmate 

over the course of a year.  This would yield a potential total of 2,664 new accounts. 

 

In a Jail over the course of a year, the 4,633 inmates who are booked and place billable 

calls, are calling on average 5 unique numbers each12.  This equates to 23,165 unique 

telephone numbers dialed over the course of a year.  Over 90% of these numbers 

(wireless or VOIP) require the called party to set up an account in order to receive 

phone calls.  That’s almost 8X the number of accounts that must be set up compared 

to a similar-size Prison facility.  Each new account requires added validation expense, 

First Call Free expense, live operator account setup expense, and additional customer 

service to answer account inquiries. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
12

 Across Pay Tel’s client base, newly-booked inmates placing revenue-producing phone calls dialed an average of 5 unique numbers during the month of April 

2013. 
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The above core distinction between jail and prison populations drives significantly higher costs of providing ICS to jail facilities: 

Description Prison Requirement Jail Requirement 

Free Calls Minimal free calls required:   

• Grievance Reporting 

• Debit Account Balance Inquiry 

• PREA Reporting 

• Tip Lines 

• Trust Account Fund Transfers via phone for 

debit calling 

Phones are used to provide a growing number of calling options 

that are free to the inmate, and create an added expense to the 

ICS provider: 

• Free calls to public defenders 

• Pre-defined number of free calls per new inmate 

• Commissary Ordering via inmate phone 

• Automated Inmate Information System 

• Grievance Reporting 

• Debit account balance inquiry 

• PREA Reporting 

• Tip Lines 

• Trust Account Fund Transfers via phone for debit calling 

•  

Phone Count (Ratio of inmates 

to Phones) 

Based on recent RFPs for State DOCs, the typical 

ratio of inmates to phones is 16 to 1
13.  More than 

double that of county jails. 

Typical Prison policies further limit phone use and 

phone access: 

• DOCs cap inmate allowed calling lists 

(average is a maximum of 12 numbers) 

• FBOP limit overall inmate call volume 

(average of 300 minutes per month or  

1 10-minute call per day) 

Across Pay Tel’s customer base, the current ratio of inmates to 

phones is 8 inmates for every phone.  This amount is needed due 

to:  

• Higher demand for phone access  

• Amount of free calls required (noted above)   

• Jail priority to allow inmates phone access in order to bond 

out.  

 

Added costs resulting from more phones: 

• Higher initial investment in phone and system hardware 

• Higher recurring cost of bandwidth/phone circuits 

• Increased repair/maintenance costs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Source:  ADP and Phone Count Data from the following recent State Prison (DOC) RFPs:  AL, KS, KY, MD, MO, MT NH, SC 
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Description Prison Requirement Jail Requirement 

Customer Service Requirements 

 

 

 

 

Customer Service demand is lower: 

• Lower turnover means that fewer unique 

inmates and called numbers are supported 

• Labor Cost of account setup will yield a 

called party customer that will accept calls 

for many months or years 

• Call center support is required, but demand 

is lower, as called parties become familiar 

with service/terms and remain customers 

for extended time period.  

• Payments are made less frequently 

• Payments are made more often using web-

site or automated phone options due to 

longevity of customers and familiarity with 

process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Customer Service demand is higher: 

• High turnover means that a significantly larger quantity of 

unique inmates and called numbers must be supported 

• Account setup and payments require real-time live agent 

assistance 24 hours a day 

• Labor Cost of account setup will yield a called party 

customer for a short time period, perhaps just hours or 

days. 

• 24 hour call center support is required, demand and 

urgency is higher as called parties are being contacted by 

an individual who has been arrested and is attempting to 

arrange bond. 

• Customers require greater level of live agent support due to 

customer lack of familiarity with process.  Greater live 

agent support = higher labor/call center cost. 
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Description Prison Requirement Jail Requirement 

Required System Integration 

 

• Pre-approved Numbers 

& Validation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Inmate Information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Commissary  

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Debit 

 

• Initial call is anticipated by called party 

• Called parties’ numbers and address info are 

verified by Prison personnel 

• Customer acceptance of calls is pre-approved 

(often in writing) through Prison specified 

process 

• Prison oversight process results in minimal 

validation expense to ICS vendor 

 

• Offender Management System (OMS) 

integration 

• Development effort meets needs for entire 

project, multiple facilities 

• Synchronization once per day, typically via FTP 

file transfer after midnight 

 

• +/- 80% of Prison Commissary Ordering is 

accomplished through a walk-up window with 

daily hours  

• Little to no demand for commissary ordering 

via phone. 

 

 

• Limited availability based on individual Prison 

preference 

 

• Initial call is unexpected by called party 

• No pre-approved calling list at most facilities 

• Individual numbers validated in real-time 

• One billable call per 4 attempts  

(busy, no answer, hang-up) 

• Transmission expenses for non-billable calls 

• Significant validation expense 

 

 

• Jail Management System (JMS) integration 

• Development effort meets needs for single jail 

• Real-time updates, 24 hours per day, via web-service which 

requires additional bandwidth 

 

 

 

• Commissary ordering via phone is often required to eliminate 

paper order process 

• Real-time integration with commissary vendor to update 

product list and transmit orders 

• Together with Debit functions described below - on average 

these calls represent over 53.9% of phone use
14

 

 

• Trust account balance inquiries via phone 

• Balance transfers from trust account to debit via phone 

• Commissary companies often charge a fee of up to 5% of the 

debit call revenue to transfer funds 

• Together with Commissary functions described above - these 

calls represent 53.9% of phone use on average. 

�- Additional bandwidth expense 

 

                                                           
14

 In one example, Pay Tel client Holmes County Jail call volume for the month of April, 2013 reveals 78.3% “free calls” including Commissary, debit inquiries, 

free calls, and visitation calls 

� 

� 

� 

� 
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